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Abstract
The choice.of executor was a defining moment in a
Jitestator's inheritance strategy. The person, or people, he
appointed would gain economic authority over his family and
direct the transfer"of his real and personal wealth from one
generation to another. Any carelessness by the executor and
the family's property would be at considerable risk. The
choice of executor, then, represented an affirmation of an
individual's ability to manage a testator's estate and care
for his family.
This thesis explores, through the wills and
inv~ntories probated for Kent County, Maryland, between 1660
and 1775, the relationship between a testator's personal
wealth and his choice of executor. More specifically, this
study examines the extent to which testators entrusted their
widows with this authority. The percentage of widows either
included or excluded as executor by their dying husbands
measures this change. The evidence for Kent County indicates
that male testators in this Eastern Shore county were,
overall, much more likely to nominate their wives as
executors than historians have found to be the case in
. eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century Pennsylvania and
1
,Virginia. Nevertheless, as the demographic, economic, and
legal environment changed in Maryland, eighteenth-century
testators moderated the economic authority their widows had
enjoyed in the seventeenth century. As this study also
shows, the manner and degree in which testators limited
their widows' economic authority was related to, but not
determined by their personal wealth.
2
Introduction
On June 5, 1705, Elias King, the Deputy Commissary of
Kent County, Maryland, recorded the will of John Hynson. In
his will, Hynson thanked the' almighty for his "perfect
health of body and mind." While Hynson's vitality had not
yet left him, his thoughts stretched to the future "calling
to mind the Sartainty of death and the unsertain time when
it shall happen." Hynson then set himself to the task of
devising his estate amongst his heirs. He left his dwelling
plantation "in the eastern neck" to his son, returned to his
wife Ann "all the Estate that was hers when I married," and
then went' about the mundane but highly important task of
distributing the remainder of his personal estate including
sheep, cattle, and horses as well as his furniture and
feather beds to his wife, son, daughters, and
grandchildren. 1 While testators such as Johri Hynson
thoughtfully reflected on how their estates would be
divided, a more critical question soon arose for them--who
would execute the estate?
The executor of a decedent's estate performed a crucial
1 John Hynson, 1705, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 118-121.
3
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role--he or she oversaw the transfer of property, real and
personal, from one generation to the next. Upon accepting
the nomination, as nearly all did, the executor received
letters testamentary from the Deputy Commissary.2 Thus
empowered, the executor, within three months, had to show an
inventory of the estate. This inventory was carried out by
at least two disinterested men and included servants and
slaves, crops begun during the decedent's lifetime, shares
in business endeavors, debts, credits, leased lands,
;
domesticated animals, cash, plate, furniture, clothing, and
other assorted personal possessions; it did not, however,
include freehold land. At this point, the executor posted a
bond for the personal estate and an additional security for
any lands that were to be sold. 3
Within a year after the granting of ,the letters
2 Prior to 1692, letters testamentary were granted by
the Commissary General. Only after the 1692 law was passed
could the Commissary General appoint deputies in each of
Maryland's counties. Donnell MacClure Owings, His Lordship's
Patronage: Offices of Profit in Colonial Maryland
(Baltimore, 1953), 40-42, 107.
3 IIAn Act for the better Administration of Justice in
Testamentary Affairs, granting Administrations, Recovery of
Legacies, securing Filial Portions, and Distribution of
Intestate Estates,lI 1715, The Laws of Maryland at Large with
Proper Indexes, edited by Thomas Bacon (Annapolis, 1757),
Chapter XXXIX. Hereafter cited as IIAn Act for Testamentary
Affairs ll and Bacon's Laws.
4
testamentary, the executor had to render a full accounting
for the settling of the decedent's estate, including the
paYment of debts, collection of debts owed, the sale of
lands, and paYment of legacies. For their time and effort,
executors typically received a commission of 10 percent;
executors could receive an additional 5 percent if "Persons
of great Dealing, dying in the Province, have their books
very imperfect." The assemblYmen included this provision
because they realized that it "cannot be exaptly known what
l
Debts are due upon such Books unless the Executor or
Administrator take the Pains to carry about such Books from
one supposed Debtor to another, to state the Accounts." As
the legislato~ indicated, the responsibi~ities of
executorship were great and given only after considerable
deliberation by a testator. Unless the executor undertook
the "considerable Toil" and "very great deal of Trouble and
Charge" on behalf of the decedent, he or she could destroy a
family's wealth. 4 The choice of who would serve as executor
or joint executors was critical in the successful transfer
of wealth between generations.
This paper considers the executorship practices of
4 "An Act for Testamentary Affairs," 1715, Bacon's
Laws, Chapter XXXIX.
5
testators in Kent County, Maryland, from the mid-seventeenth
to the late-eighteenth century. It concentrates on widows
and the role they served in their families' inheritance
strategies. Evidence from Kent suggests that dying husbands
limited the economic authority of widows over this period to
a lesser extent than historians have found in other places
and times. To the degree that the percentage of widows
nominated as sole executor or joint executor changed over
time in Kent County, we can see the impact of the evolving
demographic, economic, and legal contexts. This paper also
demonstrates that wealth and the nomination or exclusion of
a widow was not always closely related, as argued by other
historians.
From the mid-seventeenth to the late eighteenth
century, the legal, economic, and demographic development of
Kent County, Maryland, influenced the inheritance strategies
of the county's testators. The legal status of widows was an
important concern for the testator's choice of executor. As
Marylynn Salmon has made clear in her recent study of
women's property rights, a vast chasm separated the rights
of single women, feme soles, from married women, feme
coverts. Single women, who included WidOWt who had not
remarriedJ had the same property rights as men; they could
6
engage in contracts, sell land, retain earnings, and dispose
of personal property. Upon marriage, or remarriage, these
rights changed under the concept of unity of person. This
English common law tradition fused the husband and wife into
a single entity in which husbands controlled the family's
legal authority. Only he had the prerogative to buy, sell,
and bequeath property or engage in contracts; his wife
needed his permission for any of these tasks. A husband also
assumed his wife's power to act as an estate's executor
under the concept of unity of person. There were
\
restrictions on the husband's prerogative, but these were
limited largely to real property. Even then a wife could not
challenge her husband until his death, at which point a
legal battle would ensue over the proper disposition of a
piece of property. Needless to say, the legal status of
women was tenuous and a factor which husbands considered
before nominating their widows as executor. 5
While the precarious nature of their widow's legal
status worried testators, the changing professional status
of lawyers described by Alan Day concerned them as well. As
5 Marylynn Salmon, Women and the Law of Property in
Early America (Chapel Hill, 1986), 14-18; Jean R. Soderlund,
"Gender Relations, The British Colonies," in Encvclooedia of
the North American Colonies, edited by Jacob Ernest Cooke
(New York, 1993), vol. 2, 384.
7
the eighteenth century progressed, the county courts
admitted a greater number and a greater overall percentage
of professional lawyers, who supplanted many planters and
merchants who had practiced law as a sideline. These new
professionals were educated in litigation and the law,
whereas planters and merchants had studied but a smattering
of the law in the course of their education. In this
increasingly legalistic environment, lawyers could serve an
important function for a decedent's estate if a dispute
arose with a creditor, debtor, or among the family. As a
result, testators with complicated estates increasingly
viewed professional lawyers as an attractive option for
executing the estate. 6
The changing economy of Kent County and Maryland's
Eastern Shore more generally also concerned testators. After
incorporation in 1642, Kent was one of the first counties in
Maryland to engage in the Atlantic economy. Kent supplied
New England with wheat and corn and the British West Indies
6 Alan Day, A Sociological Study of Lawyers in
Maryland, 1660-1775 (New York, 1989), 23-27; Alan Day,
"Lawyers in Eighteenth Century Maryland: Occupation or
Profession?", unpublished paper, Johns Hopkins University
(July, 1984), 2-3; Aian Day, "Lawyers in Colonial Maryland,"
American Journal of Legal History, 17 (1973), 145-165.
8
with locally produced beef, grain, cider, hides, and
timber. 7
While the provisioning trade maintained its importance,
the tobacco trade quickly became the region's cash crop. The
most profitable years for tobacco lasted from the 1620s
through the 1680s. During this period, the price of tobacco
declined from 20 pence sterling to 0.7 pence sterling.
Increased British imports of Chesapeake tobacco, expanding
from thirty-eight thousand pounds in 1621 to twenty-seven
million pounds of tobacco by 1689, and lower production and
freight costs offset the price declinei this allowed tobacco
to remain highly profitable for planters. Tobacco's
\
~ importance outlasted its boom years until the tobacco
inspection act of 1747. This act allowed only quality
tobacco to be exported and forced Kent's planters to destroy
fully a third of the tobacco they produced because of its
poor quality. By 1750, this act accelerated tobacco's
7 Paul G. E. Clemens, The Atlantic Economy and Colonial
Maryland's Eastern Shore: From Tobacco to Grain (Ithaca,
1980), 111-223, specifically 174-183i David C. Klingaman,
"The Significance of Grain in the Development of the Tobacco
Colonies," Journal of Economic History, 29 (1969), 268-278;
John J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, The Economy of
British North America, with Supplemental Bibliography
(Chapel Hill, 1992), 127-131; Christine Daniels, "'Wanted: A
Blacksmith who understands Plantation Work': Artisans in
Maryland, 1700-1810," William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser.,
50 (1993), 746-748.
9
descent as the Eastern Shore's premiere cash crop as
planters moved to more diversified endeavors. a
By the middle of the eighteenth century, grains
replaced tobacco as Kent County's principal market product.
\l
Paul G. E. Clemens reconstructed the patterns of the grain
I
trade for the Eastern Shore, including Kent County. He found
that the importance of grains increased dramatically as
Talbot, Queen Anne's, and Kent counties produced
increasingly large surpluses of grains: 28,000 bushels a
year in the 1730s, 314,000 bushels per year throughout the
1740s, and 832,000 bushels per year during the 1760s. The
importance of the grain trade becomes self-evident from the
research of Clemens. For Kent County, in particular, wheat
surpassed tobacco as the most important cash crop.9
The growth of Chestertown as the Eastern Shore's most
important town further diversified the society of rural Kent
-County in the eighteenth century. The town's development
8 Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 170-174; Russell R.
Menard, "The Tobacco Industry in the Chesapeake Colonies,
1617-1730: An Interpretation," Research in Economic History,
5 (1980), 109-177; McCusker and Menard, The Economy of
British North America, 117-127.
9 Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 111-223, specifically
172-183; Klingaman, "The Significance of Grain," 268-278;
McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British North America,
127-131; Daniels, "Artisans in Maryland," 746-748.
10
accompanied the development of the provisioning, tobacco,
and grain trades. Two other noteworthy events also attracted
activity to Chestertown. In 1698, the town became the
county's governmental center when the County Court
established its permanent seat there and, in 1749,
Chestertown received its second boon when the tobacco
inspection warehouse was erected. 10 Chestertown attracted
mercantile activity--planters selling their tobacco and
grain, artisans plying their trades, and the unskilled
seeking day labor on county farms. Chestertown became the
nexus of trade for Kent and the Eastern Shore in the
Atlantic economy until the gravity of Baltimore and
Philadelphia pulled mercantile activity into their orbits
after the Seven Years War. 11 Testators considered the
10 Planters were required by a 1747 statute to have the
quality of their tobacco inspected. If the inspector deemed
a planter's tobacco poor, then the tobacco could not be
exported and had to be destroyed. There were a number of
tobacco inspection warehouses throughout Maryland; however,
this was one of only two for Kent and therefore brought many
of the region's planters to Chestertown in order to export
their tobacco crop.
11 Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 201-204; Daniels,
"Artisans in Maryland," 746-748; Thomas M. Doerflinger, A
Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and Economic
Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (New York, 1986);
Edward C. Papenfuse, In Pursuit of Profit: The Annapolis
Merchants in the Era of the American Revolution, 1763-1805
(Baltimore, 1975), 5-34.
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increasingly complex economic environment in which they
lived as they decided who should serve as their executor.
Consideration of the importan~e of women in managing
their deceased husbands' estates began with Lois Green Carr
and Lorena S. Walsh's path-breaking article, "A Planter's
Wife," which demonstrated the consequential role that widows
performed as executors for their families during the
seventeenth century. They argued that Maryland's wild
demographics rather than a high regard for women's
managerial skills caused testators to nominate their widows
as executor. Throughout the seventeenth century, Maryland's
demographic situation was characterized by imbalanced sex
ratios and high mortality. As a result, stable families with
children in their majority at the time of their father's
death were rare. More typically, late marriages, few
children (many of whom never reached majority), and husbands
dying at an early age characterized early Maryland. Only the
surging immigration, not the natural reproduction of creole
families, kept the population growing during this era. Carr
and Walsh ended their study at the turn of the eighteenth
century, and thus did not follow executorship patterns into
the eighteenth century when the demographic situation had
12
changed. 12
Numerous historians have continued the work of Carr and
Walsh by investigating executorship in other localities
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Carole
Shammas, Marylynn Salmon, and Michel Dahlin, John E.
Crowley, Daniel Blake Smith, Linda E. Speth, and Suzanne
Lebsock have all contributed to this literature. 13 Each
12 Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, "The Planter's
Wife: The Experience of White Women in Seventeenth-Century
Maryland," William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 34 (1977),
542-571; Arthur E. Karinen, "Maryland Population, 1631-1730:
Numerical and Distributional Aspects," Maryland Historical
Magazine, 54 (1959), 377, 380-383, 404-407; Russell R.
Menard, "Immigrants and Their Increase: The Process of
Population Growth," in Law, Society, and Politics in Early
Maryland, edited by Aubrey C. Land, Lois Green Carr, and
Edward C. Papenfuse (Baltimore, 1977), 88-110; McCusker and
Menard, Economy of British North America, 133-136; Lorena S.
Walsh and Russell R. Menard, "Death in the Chesapeake: Two
Life Tables for Men in Early Colonial Maryland," Maryland
Historical Magazine, 69 (1974), 211-227; Carville V. Earle,
"Environment, Disease, and Mortality in Early Virginia,1I in
The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century: Essays on Anglo-
American Society, edited by Thad E. Tate and David L .
. Ammerman (New York, 1979), 96-125; Lorena S. Walsh, "'Till
Death Us Do Part': Marriage and Family in Seventeenth-
Century Maryland," in The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth
Century: Essays on Anglo-American Society, edited by Thad E.
Tate and David L. Ammerman (New York, 1979), 126-152;
Darrett B. Rutman and Anita H. Rutman, "'Now-Wives and Sons-
in-Law': Parental Death in a Seventeenth Century Virginia
County," in The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century:
Essays on Anglo-American Society, edited by Thad E. Tate and
David L. Ammerman (New York, 1979), 153-182.
13 Carole Shammas, Marylynn Salmon, and Michel Dahlin,
Inheritance in America from Colonial Times to the Present
(New Brunswick, 1987); John E. Crowley, "Family Relations I
13
analyzed substantial samples of wills, inventories, and
testamentary proceedings. Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, and
Lebsock, furthermore, explored the relationship between a
testator's personal wealth and his choice of executor. 14
Whether these historians dedicated an entire book to
inheritance, executorship, and widows' authority, or merely
used it as a variable within a larger argument, their
findings were remarkably similar: over time testators
increasingly excluded their widows from the role of
executor, and for Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, and Lebsock,
this rate of exclusion proceeded faster among more affluent
groups .15
These historians have concluded that after the
and Inheritance in Early South Carolina, II Historie Sociale!
Social History, 17 (1984), 35-57; .Daniel Blake Smith, Inside
the Great House: Planter Family Life in Eighteenth-Century
Chesapeake Society (Ithaca, 1980); Linda E. Speth, II'More
Than Her Thirds': Wives and Widows in Colonial Virginia, II in
Women, Family, and Community in Colonial America: Two
Perspectives, edited by Linda E. Speth and Allison Duncan
Hirsch (New York, 1983), 5-41; Suzanne Lebsock, The Free
Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern Town,
1784-1860 (New York, 1985).
14 Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, Inheritance in America,
54, 114, 220-221; Lebsock, Free Women of Petersburg, 37-39.
15 For a recent review on women and inheritance, see
Susan Grigg, IIWomen and Family Property: A Review of u.S.
Inheritance Studies,lI Historical Methods, 22 (1989), 116-
122. In her evaluation, Grigg discussed the works of
Shammas, Salmon and Dahlin, and Lebsock.
14
demographic conditions of a region stabilized, testators
displayed their doubts about their widows' ability to
properly execute their wills. Daniel Blake Smith found that
52.5 percent of testators in Albemarle County, Virginia,
from 1770 to 1779, excluded their widows as either sole or
joint executor. He believed that "men turned to other men"
to execute their estates in the eighteenth century, and
thereby gave widows a less important role in the running of
plantations or fulfilling their husbands' wills. 16 Linda
Speth's study of Amelia County, Virginia, counted 57 percent
of the county's testators excluding their widows from
executorship positions between 1766 and 1775. As the county
became more settled, she wrote, "men began to rely less on
their spouses. ,,17 John Crowley noted a comparable trend in
Charleston, South Carolina, as he found 36 percent of all
widows excluded from serving as either the sole or joint
executor for their husbands: "The privileges of wives as
heirs and executors," Crowley explained, "shifted to people
outside the immediate family. ,,18 Suzanne Lebsock discovered
16 Smith, Inside the Great House, 237-238.
17 Speth, "'More Than Her Thirds,'" 23.
18 Crowley, "Inheritance in Early South Carolina," 46-
47.
15
,/
similar sentiments among the testators of nineteenth-century
Petersburg, Virginia, in which 45.5 percent of the testators
excluded their widows from any role as executor. From
evidence relating wealth and executorship, Lebsock concluded
that "wealthier husbands less often thought their wives
competent to untangle and safeguard their interests." 19
Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin concurred with these assessments
that male testators reduced over time their widows' power
over capital. Their examination found 37.7 percent of widows
of Bucks County, Pennsylvania excluded from executorship
positions during the years from 1685 through 1756. 20 By the
end of the century, 1791 to 1801, the percentage of the
county's testators who excluded their widows jumped to 77
percent. While the "Planter's Wife" characterized life for
the seventeenth century, other studies have argued that,
with the decline of mortality and increasing economic
complexity in the eighteenth century, widows were less often
granted authority for managing their family's inheritance
strategy.
In addition to the work of the aforementioned
19 Lebsock, Free Women of Petersburg, 38.
20 Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, Inheritance in America,
55.
16
historians, Lisa Wilson conducted a study of executorship
patterns in which she contrasted rural Chester County,
Pennsylvania, with Philadelphia. Wilson's findings resembled
those of other scholars, but she interpreted the evidence
somewhat differently. Wilson discovered that testators
excluded their widows from executorship quite often; over
half of Chester County's testators and about a third of
those in Philadelphia excluded their widows. But Wilson
looked beyond these rates of exclusion to argue that women
"carried on complex business matters with ease and often
with considerable success, both before their husbands died
and afterward." While her data fell within the general
purview of the literature, she believed that as "men of
business" women possessed the skills and expertise necessary
to serve as executors. 21
Gail Terry's evidence and conclusions juxtaposed those
of Lisa Wilson. Looking farther south to Baltimore County,
Maryland, Terry recorded a much lower rate of exclusion than
had other historians; Terry found that only 17 percent of
Baltimore County's decedents excluded their widows as
21 Lisa Wilson (Waciega), "A 'Man of Business': The
Widow of Means in Southeastern Pennsylvania, 1750-1850,"
William and Mary Quarterly, 44 (1987), 42; Lisa Wilson, Life
After Death: Widows in Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 1992),
111-115.
17
executor. Even though Terry's data supported the conclusions
of Wilson, her own interpretation fell closer to those of
Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, and Lebsock. Terry believed
women may have had a voice in the transmission of family
property, but at most a limited one. 22
With the historical literature along with Kent's
demographic, economic, and legal development in mind, this
essay has a dual purpose. Chapter One examines the
experiences of one affluent family, the Ringgolds, in the
changing climate of the eighteenth century. It traces five
generations of Ringgolds from their first years in Kent
County through the eve of the Revolution. The experiences of
the Ringgolds in Kent are profiled by an examination of
their political offices, their land speculation, and growing
personal wealth. After outlining the changes that occurred
in the Ringgolds' status over time, Chapter One will
correlate those changes with their family's executorship
patterns, and thereby delineate the economic authority that
the Ringgolds did or did not grant to their widows. Chapter
22 Gail Terry, "Women, Property, and Authority in
Colonial Baltimore County, Maryland: Evidence from the
Probate Records," paper presented at a conference, "The
Colonial Experience: The Eighteenth Century Chesapeake,"
Peabody Library, Baltimore, Maryland (September, 1984), 16-
20, 27.
18
One, then, explains what the Ringgolds' inheritance
practices were and why they changed from the seventeenth to
the eighteenth century.
Chapter Two expands the discussion beyond "one man's
family," and examines the extant wills of Kent County from
1660 to 1775 in order to determine the trends in nominating
executors for the county. Using inventories, the extant
wills then are divided into wealth groups. In this way, the
data for Kent can be effectively compared with Terry's study
of Baltimore County, Lebsock's findings for Petersburg, and
Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin's work on Bucks County. Thus,
Chapter Two discusses in a more general manner, the
relationship between a family's wealth and a widow's
economic authority.
19
Chapter One
This chapter examines one man's family, Thomas
Ringgold's, from 1650 when he first arrived in Maryland
through 1776 when his descendants helped decide the
political fate of this British colony. The Ringgolds and the
vast array of records that document their lives in Kent are
illustrative of the county's elite. This chapter
investigates the Ringgolds' rising political status and
wealth and considers the effect of these changes on their
executorship patterns. Ultimately, this chapter will ask how
influential were the Ringgold widows in their family's
inheritance strategies as measured by their nominations as
either sole or joint executor.
Kent County, on Maryland's Eastern Shore, lies between
the Chesapeake Bay to the west, the Sassafras River to the
north, the Delaware border to the east, and the Chester
River to south. George Alsop, who was an indentured servant
in the region between 1658 and 1662, described Maryland as a
"fertile and pleasant piece of ground." In Alsop's
estimation, Maryland was well-disposed to agriculture with
its "Trees, Plants, Fruits, Flowers, and Roots that grow
here" supplying all of the wants and needs of its
inhabitants. Maryland's landscape also teemed with vast
20
herds of deer, wild turkeys, pheasants as well as other
game, fish, and fowl; domesticated animals thrived there as
well. Alsop noted of hogs in particular that their "increase
is innumerable in the Woods." He presented this image in his
1666 "A Character of the Province of Maryland" printed in
London. Alsop's idyllic account of Maryland certainly
persuaded the adventurous to book passage or sign
indentures, as he had, for a new and prosperous life in the
Chesapeake. 23 The Ringgolds did not need to embrace Alsop's
vision, for they had already settled in the colony and were
experiencing all that life offered in Kent County, Maryland.
The Ringgold family first arrived in Maryland in 1650
when Thomas Ringgold I (1611-1672) and his two sons, John
and James, migrated with other Puritans from Virginia. 24
The basis of his family's wealth in Virginia is unclear, but
Ringgold certainly brought substantial wealth and prestige
with him to Maryland as evidenced by the fact that, after
only one year in Kent, Ringgold became a county justice.
23 "A Character of the Province of Maryland, By George
Alsop, 1666," in Narratives of Early Maryland, 1633-1684,
edited by Clayton Coleman Hall (New York, 1925), 343-348.
24 Thomas Ringgold's first wite is silent in the
records. It is fairly certain that she did not make the
voyage from Virginia to Maryland. Whether she had died
before Ringgold's immigration to America is unknown.
21
Although quickly incorporated into the local government
during his first years in the county, Thomas I soon made a
decision that ended his political career and endangered his
family's fortunes in Maryland. On April 5, 1652, Ringgold,
his son John, and sixty-four others supported the
Cromwellian Protectorate; these men of Kent swore an
allegiance to the Protectorate in which they engaged "to be
true and faithful to the Commonwealth of England, without
King or House of Lords. 1125 In the midst of the political
convulsions in Kent, Maryland, and throughout the Anglo-
American world, Ringgold married his second wife Christian
Hill, the widow of Thomas Hill. In 1658, the year after his
marriage, Thomas Ringgold's and Kent's zeal for the
Protectorate quickly failed them as Cecilius Calvert, the
proprietor and a Catholic, regained control of the colony
and removed all of the Puritan sYmpathizers from the county
courts. Thomas Ringgold, his son John, and the sixty-four
other Kent men were banned from further political
officeholding. 26
Apparently, Thomas Ringgold did not suffer any great
25 George A. Hanson, ed., Old Kent: The Eastern Shore
of Maryland (Baltimore, 1967), 59-60.
26 William Hand Browne, et al., eds. , Archives of
Maryland, 54, xvi-xvii, 4; Hanson, Old Kent, 59-61.
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economic setback from this political upheaval or Calvert's
punishment. As Thomas Ringgold I reintegrated himself and
his family into Kent society after the Protectorate's
decline, he accumulated a substantial plantation. By 1661,
he estimated the size of his Huntingfield plantation, "lying
on the east side of the Chesapeake Bay," at approximately
1,200 acres. 27 This was a sizable piece of land for the
mid-seventeenth century.
In that same year, 1661, Thomas Ringgold I split his
plantation in half. He kept one moiety in Huntingfield for
the remainder of his life and gave the other to his sons
John and James. After reference to this gift, John Ringgold
disappeared from the records; more than likely he simply
died like many other immigrants to Maryland. 28 He certainly
did not receive the other half of Huntingfield as his father
Thomas I gave that property to his grandson Thomas Ringgold
II (1672-1711), son of James. 29
While Thomas Ringgold I was banned from political
27 Hanson, Old Kent, 61.
28 Menard, "Immigrants and Their Increase, II 88-110;
Walsh and Menard, IIDeath in the Chesapeake,1I 211-227; Carr
and Walsh, liThe Planter's Wife," 542-571; Walsh, '''Till
Death us Do Part' ," 126-152.
29 James Ringgold, 1686, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 22-24.
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officeholding, his support for the Protectorate did not
irreparably damage his other son's political future. James
Ringgold (1637-1686) carried on his father's legacy as a
IIman of force and independence ll by overcoming his family's
political misstep to serve as a justice for both Kent and
Talbot counties during the 1660's and 1670's.30
Major James Ringgold of Huntingfield, or the IIlord of
the manor on Eastern Neck ll as historian George Hanson
referred to him, increased the size of his family's real
estate holdings through his own purchases. 31 These holdings
included his portion of Huntingfield, which consisted of at
least 300 acres and perhaps 600 acres if he had gained his
brother's tract. James added to this dwelling plantation
another IIparsell of land called the Plains being surveyed
for six hundred acres. II His last tract, Ringgolds Fountain
IIlying at the mouth of Snake [River?] ,II included another 150
acres. 32 At the time of his death, James Ringgold had
enough land for his sons Thomas, William, Josias, and
Charles as well as for his second wife MarYi his fifth son
James was not given any of the family land as he was the
30 Archives of Maryland, 54, xvi.
31 Hanson, Old Kent, 6l.
32 James Ringgold, 1686, Will, 23.
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,"heir apparent to the lands of Captain Robert Vaughan,"
Mary's father, the commander of Kent and a wealthy planter-
merchant in his own right. James' political offices and
wealth indicated that he and his family fully reestablished
themselves, both politically and economically, within the
county after his father's difficulties with Maryland's
proprietor.
James' son, T~omas Ringgold II, continued his family's
ascent up Kent's political, economic, and social ladder.
Beginning at the age of 22, he served as a county justice
for a number of terms between 1694 and 1710. By 1710,
married to Frances, his third wife, and right before his own
death, Thomas II attained a new plateau for the family---he
became the first Ringgold to take a seat in the Lower House
of Assembly. This apex in Thomas II's political career
mirrored his real and personal wealth. By the time Thomas II
composed his will in 1711, his sizable real estate portfolio
included, according to Edward Papenfuse, "at least 1,100
acres, plus a plantation of unknown size, in Kent County."
In his will, Thomas delineated these lands as 200 acres of
the Plains bought from his brother William Ringgold, a
dwelling plantation of unstated size, and the portions of
25
Huntingfield he inherited from his grandfather and
father. 33
Thomas Ringgold II was also the first Ringgold for whom
an inventory has survived. He left a huge personal estate of
1,570 pounds; the size of his estate is apparent only when
compared with Kent's average personal estate, which was
105.1 pounds in 1711. 34 Thomas II's personal estate, then,
measured fifteen times that of Kent's average resident. 35
Thomas II's inventory clearly indicated that he was a
wealthy planter-merchant who grew not only tobacco, as his
"brass scale" and "tobaco tongs" indicated, but participated
in the provisioning trade as well. His estate included herds
of cattle and hogs, a flock of eighty-six sheep, "311 1/2
barells of Indian Corn," and cooper's tools and casks in
which to package those hides, meats, and grains for
33 Thomas Ringgold II, 1711, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-2, 142-144; Edward C.
Papenfuse, Alan F. Day, David W. Jordan, and Gregory
Stiverson, eds., A Biographical Dictionary of the Maryland
Legislature, 1635-1789 (Baltimore, 1985), vol. 2, 693-694.
34 Thomas Ringgold II, 1711, Kent County Register of
Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40710-2a, 104-110, 160;
Unless otherwise noted, all monies are deflated to current
money Maryland.
35 Gloria Main, "Maryland and the Chesapeake Economy,
1670-1720," in Law, Society, and Politics in Early Maryland,
edited by Aubrey'C. Land, Lois Green Carr, and Edward C.
Papenfuse (Baltimore, 1977), 147.
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transport overseas.
Thomas Ringgold III (1693-1728), perhaps the least
successful Ringgold measured by his political involvement
and personal estate, nevertheless laid the groundwork for
the achievements of the following two generations of
Ringgolds. Thomas III never served as an assemblyman nor did
he attain his father's personal wealth. His own personal
estate totaled just over 700 pounds, which exceeded the
average Kent estate of 111 pounds in the 1720s by a factor
of six. 36 Even as one of the least successful Ringgold
planter-merchants, his estate still provided his wife
Rebecca and their family a comfortable existence as the
substantial amounts of furniture, wine glasses, decanters,
books, 112 new white linen table cloths, IIgreen curtains with
valances, II and blue rugs all indicate. 37 More importantly,
Thomas III established the family's mercantile connections
during his partnership with the merchant Matthew Dockey.
While Thomas Ill's successes as a merchant paled against
those of his two sons and grandson--Thomas Ringgold IV
(1715-1772), William Ringgold (1723-1789), and Thomas
36 Thomas Ringgold III, 1729, Kent County Register of
Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40711-1a, 192-198;
Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 218.
37 Thomas Ringgold III, 1729, Inventories, 192-198.
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Ringgold V (1744-1776)--his efforts laid the foundation for
all of their mercantile careers. 38
The success that Thomas Ill's son and grandson achieved
far exceeded his own in political affairs, mercantile
endeavors, and wealth. After son Thomas Ringgold IV reached
maturity, he had dual careers as an attorney and merchant.
Between 1745 and 1755, he was admitted to the county courts
of Kent, Queen Anne's, and Cecil as well as to the
Provincial Court. Ringgold all but ceased practicing law by
1757 as he concentrated on his mercantile partnership with
his brother William. In 1761, like his grandfather, Thomas
IV gained a seat in the Lower House of Assembly. During his
tenure as an Assemblymen from 1761 to 1771, Thomas IV faced
the deteriorating relationship between England and her North
American colonies. Ringgold and the Assembly dealt with
issues related to the increased activity of Parliament
immediately preceding the American Revolution. One such
event was the Stamp Act Crisis, during which Thomas IV
attended New York's Stamp Act Congress as one of Maryland's
representatives; for his efforts there, he was hailed as
38 Papenfuse, Day, Jordan, and Stiverson, Biographical
Dictionary, 2, 694-696.
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"one of the most brilliant statesman" of the time. 39
Unlike his father who split his attention between his
plantation, law practice, and mercantile endeavors, Thomas
Ringgold V cultivated tobacco and grains for export, but his
attentions were fixed on the mercantile trade. His father
and uncle brought Thomas V into their mercantile house as a
partner. Thomas V's will provides a glimpse at the
Ringgolds' mercantile affairs in the 1760s and 1770s. Their
partnership included at least two wharves with large
granaries, twelve slaves, three servants, eight additional
slaves belonging to his business partnership, a sloop, a
schooner, a dry goods store, a counting house, and a
cooper's shop.40 All of these possessions indicated the
Ringgolds' advance in mercantile endeavors in the 1770s, far
beyond that of other Ringgolds, and other Kent merchants,
earlier in the eighteenth century.
The extensive mercantile involvement of Thomas IV and
Thomas V kept their ships, slaves, and counting house
39 Edmund S. and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act Crisis:
Prologue to Revolution (New York, 1962), 140; Papenfuse,
Day, Jordan, and Stiverson, Biographical Dictionary, 2, 694-
695.
40 Thomas Ringgold V, 1774, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49047-1, 241; Papenfuse, Day,
Jordan, and Stiverson, Biographical Dictionary, 2, 694-696.
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active. Involved in trade with the West Indies and Portugal,
they also had meaningful business ties with Annapolis and
Philadelphia merchants such as Dr. Charles Carroll, Samuel
Galloway, and Joseph Galloway.41 According to Clemens, the
Ringgolds and other Eastern Shore merchants created small
empires in the 1760s by extending credit to less affluent
neighbors, managing construction of their own ships, trading
with Southern Europe, dealing in tobacco and slaves, and
finding markets for the produce of small farmers. The
environment of the 1750s and 1760s was one in which local
merchants like the Ringgolds supplied credit, warehouses,
ships, and access to European and West Indian markets for
the county's smaller and middling planters. These local
merchants, then, energized Kent's and Chestertown's economic
and business climate, but at the same time increased its
complexity. 42
Thomas V's mercantile activities kept him out of
colonial politics until after his father's death. While his
father served Kent County in the decades preceding the
Revolution, Thomas V attended the conventions of the
41 Aubrey Land, Colonial Maryland: A History (Millwood:
New York, 1981), 160.
42 Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 203; Land, Colonial
Maryland, 160.
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Provisional Government from 1774 through 1776. Ringgold
represented Kent County at nine of the ten conventions
before his death, and during those years held a seat on the
prestigious Loan Office Committee. 43
The Ringgolds' real estate possessions grew enormously
during the lifetimes of Thomas IV and Thomas V. Thomas IV's
original holdings included a substantial estate exceeding
1,200 acres which he inherited from his father. While this
is more land than most other Kent residents held in their
lifetimes, its size was small compared to Ringgold's later
holdings. By his death, he had more than 30,000 acres of
land spread over Kent, Dorchester, Frederick, and Queen
Anne's counties. Aside from his rural lands, he owned four
town lots and one water lot in Chestertown. 44 As Thomas
IV's only child, Thomas V received about 25,000 acres of his
father's lands. He never possessed Huntingfield, however,- as
this was given for lifetime use to his mother Anna Maria
Ringgold (1725-1795), who survived him. Thomas V, in the
four years between his father's death and his own, modestly
43 Papenfuse, Day, Jordan, and Stiverson, Biographical
Dictionary, 2, 695.
44 Thomas Ringgold IV, 1768, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49047-1, 73-77; Thomas Ringgold
V, 1774, Wills, CR 49047-1, 230-24~; Papenfuse, Day, Jordan,
and Stiverson, Biographical Dictionary, 2, 694-696.
added to the family lands--he patented another 2,000 acres
and acquired four more town lots in Chestertown. 45
Most of the lands that Thomas IV and Thomas V acquired
were not for cultivation of tobacco, wheat, and corn under
the Ringgolds' direct management. The Ringgolds were
speculating in land, like other notable members of the
Chesapeake elite such as Dr. Charles Carroll. In this way,
they pursued profit and mediated the risks of their
mercantile endeavors. Carroll, according to historian Aubrey
Land, "took out patents for 28,480 acres . . which brought
him into the company of land speculators, who made immense
sums after 1750 trafficking in family farms to new
immigrants and younger sons without plantations of their
own. "46 These great speculations, as Thomas Doerflinger
discussed in his study of Philadelphia's merchants, were
enormously beneficial to these merchants in an environment
of chronic inflation and frequent warfare. Land diversified
the portfolios of merchants and acted as a hedge against
potential losses in their mercantile endeavors as a result
45 Thomas Ringgold IV, 1768, Wills, 73-77; Thomas
Ringgold V, 1774, Wills, 230-249.
46 Land, Colonial Maryland, 159.
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of war or inflation. 47
The extravagance of the personal estates of Thomas IV
and Thomas V, undocumented by inventories, qualitatively
appeared in their wills. Thomas IV gave his wife Anna Maria
for "her lifetime use" eight African-American slaves, a
considerable portion of the family's silver plate, and the
household and kitchen furniture at his dwelling plantation.
The bondspeople alone, almost evenly divided between men and
women, were extremely valuable. More telling of Thomas IV's
vast personal wealth was his enormous 2,052 pound cash
legacy to his wife, and the additional 1,676 pounds in cash
he bestowed to his other kin. Thomas IV's inventory would
have been a revealing document, but his executor never
ordered an accounting. Thomas IV did not want to put his son
to the "great trouble and difficulty that would attend an
exact appraisement of my estate as lowe very little and
there will be enough to pay with." Although a man of
influence, Thomas IV could not circumvent the county's laws.
Instead of an inventory, Thomas IV lodged "a Bond with
sufficient security ln the office, in any reasonable sum the
commissary shall require for the paYment of my debts and
47 Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, 67,
140-146, 314-329.
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performance of this my will. ,,48 Joseph Nicholson Jr., the
Deputy Commissary, required a "sufficient" bond indeed. He
recognized the problems Ringgold's vast wealth posed,
especially without an inventory. As a result, he ordered a
bond equal to 9,646 pounds as security for his estate. 49
Thomas IV's will exuded confidence and conceit--he was
a man of wealth, status, and power and he knew it. As an
attorney admitted to a number of county courts and the
Provincial Court, he had planned for his death. Through his
preparations, he ensured that his executor and family wasted
none of their valuable time or resources on an unnecessary
inventory; he had taken care to provide for them and
specifically left them "enough to pay with" as his bond and
legacies clearly demonstrated.
Thomas V was also an intriguing example of an
eighteenth century merchant, as his twenty page will
(extremely long and complex for the time) attested. Like his
father, Thomas V provided generously for his widow Mary. He
gave her two town lots, which included their town house, and
a tract called Scotch Point for her lifetime use. He also
left numerous personal items including the plate, china, and
48 Thomas Ringgold, 1768, Wills, 75-76.
49 Day, Social Study of Lawyers, 592-593.
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household furniture to his wife. More importantly, Thomas V
left Mary a substantial annuity of 600 pounds a year to be
paid by the executor. Upon her own death, Thomas V's will
allowed Mary to distribute~ at her own discretion, an
additional 1,929 pounds as legacies.
The political participation of the Ringgolds was
indicative of a family whose wealth and status were on the
rise from occasional terms as county justices to, by the
early eighteenth century, long term service in the Lower
House of Assembly. Their personal wealth and large
landholdings further reinforced their political ascent.
These successes of the Ringgolds are important for
understanding their motivations and decisions on the most
crucial question of their lives--who would oversee the
transfer of their family's wealth from one generation to the
next as executor? As the Ringgolds' wealth and power grew,
their choices for executor changed.
Thomas Ringgold IV accomplished a great deal during his
fifty-seven years, as his political career, personalty, and
real wealth indicate. At his death the choice of executor
and that person's responsibilities must have weighed heavily
upon his mind. His executor needed the skills to run his
mercantile house and personal plantation, continue as a
35
knowledgeable factor for the British mercantile house of
Sedgely and Cheston, understand the shipping industry and
the real estate market, and act as his representative in all
other legal and economic matters. The highly formulaic
preamble to Thomas IV's will, stating his IISound arid
disposing mind and Memory, II established his competence, but
left little explanation for his choice of executor. With the
enormity and complexity of the task at hand, it is telling
that Ringgold named as executor his son Thomas V, whom he
and his brother William had brought into their business and
trained to oversee the family's entire estate. The fact that
Thomas IV failed to appoint his wife for this task, while
not surprising, marked a clear trend in the Ringgolds'
inheritance patterns.
The family's three objectives of capital growth,
capital preservation, and diversification required skills
that the Ringgolds did not associate with their wives. By
the 1770s, in an increasingly complex environment, the
Ringgolds called upon other merchants and lawyers
experienced in litigation before the county court to fulfill
their goals. In the estimation of Thomas IV and Thomas V,
their wives, Anna Maria and Mary Ringgold, lacked these
necessary connections and skills to properly execute the
36
family estate, either as a sole or joint executoT.
This had not been the case in the seventeenth century
when the economic environment was much less complex. During
the lifetimes of Thomas I and ,James, Kent's economy mainly
"focused on tobacco planting and sending provisions to the
West Indies; it was not nearly as complex as it became in
the 1770s. Unfortunately, the will of Thomas Ringgold I has
not survived. James Ringgold's will is the family's first
extant will. His inheritance strategy rested on different
assumptions than that of his great-grandson Thomas IV nearly
a century later. II). 1686, James made limy deare and loving
wife Mary Ringgold my hole and solle executor ll and thereby
entrusted her with the responsibilities of protecting the
estate, acting (except in the case of Thomas II who was of
age) as the children's guardian, and seeing to their
educations. James clearly expected his wife to exercise her
own judgment in managing the estate and the children's
education. The only constraint he placed on Mary was that
she provide for the children IIsuch larning as this countrey
can aford ll ; it was her decision as to who would educate them
and when they would receive that education. It was likely
that Ringgold knew available IIlarning ll was not extensive,
but that an education would provide his sons with a
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potential edge over other planters and merchants, and insure
that his daughters could at least read the Bible. 5o
After James' death, the Ringgold men with increasingly
larger and more complex estates became reluctant to entrust
their wives with the responsibilities of executorship.
Thomas II, IV, and V, all highly successful, died with a
surviving wife, but none appointed her as his sole or joint
executor. 51 In 1711, Thomas II made his brother William,
son Thomas III, and friend Thomas Smyth his executors, and
Thomas IV, in 1768, made his eldest son Thomas V the sole
executor of his estate.
While these Ringgolds obviously ruminated over their
choice of executor, Thomas Ringgold V's will, dated 1774,
more fully delineated his reflections upon this decision. He
gave custody of his three sons Thomas, Samuel, and Benjamin
to the care and "tuition" of a number of Maryland's largest
merchant-planters. He entrusted his wife's father Samuel
Galloway, her uncle William Hemsley, his maternal uncle
Michael Earle, and a distant relative and friend James
50 James Ringgold, 1686, Wills, 22-26.
51 There is no extant will for Thomas Ringgold III, the
least successful of the line, but it appears from his
inventory that his wife Rebecca served as a joint executor
with his brothers Elias and James. Thomas Ringgold III,
1729, Inventories, 197-198.
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Hollyday with the "Custody and Tuition of my three sons
untill their respective ages of twenty one. ,,52 He
admonished his executors, who included the aforementioned
guardians and his brother-in-law John Galloway, to "be
attentive to the Education and morals of my said sons and
when they shall acquire a sufficient share of scholastic
learning to educate them in some profession." 53 Ringgold
was adamant that the businesses they chose should "employ
their minds and fix their attentions such as their
understandings or capacities shall appear adapted to or as
they shall choose. ,,54
Thomas IV's instructions for his daughter Anna Maria's
education contrasted with those left for his sons. These
differences accentuated the differing gender roles among the
elite. While his merchant friends guided and prepared his
sons for the business environment that faced them, his wife
Mary and mother Anna Maria became his daughter's guardians.
The different treatment received by his children is
52 Ringgold's fourth son Tench was not mentioned in
this reference because he was not born as of yet.
53 Papenfuse, Day, Jordan and Stiverson, Biographical
Dictionary, 2, 695.
54 Thomas Ringgold V, 1774, Wills, 241-244; Papenfuse,
Day, Jordan, and Stiverson, Biographical Dictionary, 2, 694-
696.
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underscored by Thomas V's instructions. His sons' guardians
were to insure that they "fix-their attention" on some
aspect of business; but he made no such demand regarding his
daughter. With fatherly concern, he "earnestly recommend[ed]
to the guardians of my said daughter to be particularly
careful of and attentive to her person and education. "55
The lack of specific instructions and the choice of wife and
mother as guardians indicates that Anna Maria's education
would be different than that of her brothers and is evidence
of a conception of separate spheres among the Maryland's
eighteenth-century elite. Elite women, at least these elite
women, did not participate in, nor were they educated for,
the complex duties that faced an executor associated with
the Ringgold estate. For that reason, neither his wife Mary
nor his mother Anna Maria became his executors, nor was his
daughter trained with these responsibilities in mind.
In looking at the Ringgold family of Kent County,
Maryland, this study foundhthat elite women's participation
as the executor for their family's estate diminished from
the seventeenth to the eighteenth century. Husbands
increasingly favored male kin and friends with a superior
knowledge of the business or mercantile world. When the
55 Thomas Ringgold V, 1774, Wills, 244.
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tobacco market stagnated at the end of the seventeenth
century, wealthy planter-merchants diversified by investing
in mercantile ventures that reduced their reliance on
tobacco. In so doing, the executor's job expanded from
running a tobacco plantation to overseeing affairs whose
breadth extended to Cadiz, Lisbon, and beyond.
The Ringgolds fit rather nicely into the arguments
presented by historians who have found that over the
eighteenth and nineteenth century testators increasingly
excluded their widows as executors and that this trend
proceeded most quickly among affluent families. 56 While
certainly true for the Ringgolds, still they were only one
family. Any comprehensive analysis of executorship patterns
must include a wider view of Kent County's society that
includes other elite families as well as Kent's lesser
elite, middling, and poor. Only by comparing the decisions
of the Ringgolds with those of testators of these wealth
groups can we understand whether this family followed
strategies that were similar to or different from those of
56 Smith, Inside the Great House, 237-239; Speth,
"'More Than Her Thirds,'" 23-24; Crowley, "Inheritance in
Early South Carolina," 46; Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin,
Inheritance in America, 54, 114; Lebsock, Free Women of
Petersburg, 37-39; Terry, "Women, Property, and Authority,"
16-20, 27.
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other elite planter-merchants and the county's population as
a whole.
42
Chapter Two
As "the Sartainty of death" approached, Kent's
testators contemplated their own mortality by reflecting on
their accomplishments. Some felt satisfied and others
disappointed with their achievements; in either case their
considerations caused them to worry about how their wives,
children, and grandchildren would subsist after their
deaths. Kent's testators had reached an important crossroad:
how were they going to divide their estates in order to care
for their families and, more crucially, who would ensure
that their wishes would be carried out? These issues
troubled testators before and after they penned their wills.
The executor, it should be remembered, oversaw the
transfer of property and wealth from one generation to the
next. He or she needed to take that job seriously and exert
the "considerable toil" and "very great deal of Trouble and
Charge" necessary for that position on behalf of the
testator. If the executor did not, creditors and debtors
could drain substantial assets from an estate, an entire
generation of farm building could be lost, uncounted cattle,
sheep, horses, and hogs and their unmarked offspring faced
theft, and above all else the testator's family would become
43
financially insecure, if not destroyed. These factors caused
testators to consider at great length whom they could trust
with the economic responsibility of executorship--their
wives, sons, friends, or some combination of them all. 57
This chapter explores the nomination of Kent's
executors through the wills and inventories probated in Kent
County, between 1660 and 1775, by a broad range of its
residents. Of special concern in this study is the
relationship between a testator's personal wealth and his
decision whether to appoint his widow as executor or exclude
her from the family's inheritance strategy; the percentage
of widows included or excluded as executor measures the
change in the economic authority of widows during this
period. Despite problems of representativeness, wills and
inventories yield important evidence on the questions of
women's economic authority in Kent County and how that
authority changed from the seventeenth to the eighteenth
century.
A number of testators never entrusted their widows with
the economic responsibility of managing their estates as
either a sole or joint executor. Table 1 details the
57 "An Act for Testamentary Affairs," 1715, Bacon's
Laws, Chapter XXXIX.
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percentage of testators who excluded their widows from any
executorship role. These testators were few and never
exceeded 17 percent in any period investigated. The findings
for Kent are supported by Gail Terry's work across the
Chesapeake Bay in Baltimore County. Terry's evidence
documented that 17 percent of Baltimore's widows were
excluded as executor by their deceased husbands. 58 These
results for Maryland contrasted with the rest of the
literature. Historians who have studied executorship
patterns outside of Maryland have identified much higher
percentages of testators excluding their widows from
executorship roles. In these other localities, from South
Carolina to Pennsylvania, historians found a range of 36
percent to 77 percent of testators excluding their
widows. 59 The percentages varied, but all were at least
double those found among Kent's testators.
While the percentage of Kent County testators excluding
their widows remained low, some of the county's men believed
that this strategy was the best way to secure their family's
58 Terry, II Women , Property, and Authority, II 18-19.
59 Smith, Inside the Great House, 237-239; Speth,
II'More Than Her Thirds'" 23-24; Lebsock, Free Women of
Petersburg, 37-39; Shammas, Salmon, and Dahlin, Inheritance
in America, 54, 114; Crowley, IIInheritance in Early South
Carolina,lI 46.
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future. In 1684, the Parks were one such family. Among other
options, Robert Park could have chosen his wife Diana, his
son Robert, or both to execute his estate. Considering his
family's needs, he chose his son. Park was one of the few
testators in the seventeenth century who had a son in his
majority to serve as executor. Other men, such as Thomas
Ringgold IV and his son Thomas V discussed in the previous
chapter, also decided not to grant their widows the economic
authority to manage their estates, probably because of the
complexity their business affairs and their wives' lack of
mercantile training. GO There existed various reasons not to
appoint widows as executors, but overall very few of the
county's testators used this inheritance strategy. Instead,
most testators appointed their widows as either sole or
joint executor.
Table 1 also describes the percentage of testators who
nominated their widows as sole executors. Fully 60.1 percent
of the county's testators chose this strategy from 1660 to
1750. Except for the formulaic statements nominating their
widows, the testators offered little insight as to why they
granted their widows this economic authority. Most simply
GO Robert Park, 1684, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 9-10.
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wrote, III nominate and appoint my beloved wife
executrix. 1161 Andrew Hambalton's discussion of his wife's
economic authority went slightly further. In 1700, he
allowed his wife Elizabeth to IIdispose of all goods and
chattels as she sees fit. 1162 Perhaps Carr and Walsh best
summed up this choice by Maryland's seventeenth-century
testators with their assertions that IIMaryland men trusted
their widows. II This seems true for the men of eighteenth-
century Kent County. 63
While Carr and Walsh ended their investigation around
1700, they speculated that as children survived to their
majority and fathers in the eighteenth century lived longer,
wives would be named as executor less frequently. The
decisions of Kent's testators do not support this hypothesis
as they continued to rely on their widows well into the
eighteenth century, after the region's mortality had
declined. In fact, this reliance by the men of Kent on their
widows to execute estates showed little meaningful change
61 John Russell, 1634-1675, Wills, Kent County, Liber 1
folio 122; Thomas Bradnox, 1661, Wills, Kent County, Liber 1
folio 154; John Sparkes, 1699, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 158-159.
62 Andrew Hambalton, 1700, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 107-109.
63 Carr and Walsh, liThe Planter's Wife, II 558.
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until the third quarter of the eighteenth century, when the
percentage of widows serving as sole executor dropped from
60 percent to 47 percent. As discussed in greater detail
below, increasing complexity in the economy and the
development of a class of professional lawyers probably
contributed to this change.
A significant percentage of testators appointed their
widows as joint executors. As Table 1 illustrates, the
decision to name a joint executor to serve with a widow
increased from roughly 25 percent of the seventeenth-century
wills to over a third of the wills probated in the third
quarter of the eighteenth century.
The choice of joint executor changed over the period of
this study as well. In the seventeenth century, in addition
to bestowing their family's economic authority upon their
wives, testators named overseers as joint executors with
instructions to insure the proper execution of their wills.
The frequent nomination of overseers exhibited the attempts
of testators to deal with the realities of seventeenth-
century life. If their widows remarried, and many did,
testators feared the legal hegemony the new husbands would
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gain over their family's real and personal property.64 In
appointing an overseer as a joint executor, John Turner
wrote, "It is my will and desire that Cornelius Comegys Sr
may be an assistance to my loving wife [Mary] in the .
administration of this my last will and testament." Robert
Sertain made a similar decision when he appointed his wife
Mary his executor and requested "my two friends John Chaires
and Nathaniel Wright overseers to see this my last will and
testament performed. ,,65 Even though each man named his wife
executor, both implied that a danger existed if they
discharged that role alone. By naming a trustee, John Turner
and Robert Sertain eased their anxieties about the future of
their families. If the widows did remarry, the overseers had
the authority to protect the interests of the decedent's
heirs against the possibly conflicting interests of the
widow's new husband.
Testators less often relied on overseers after the
passage of "An Act for Testamentary Affairs" in 1715. The
need for overseers diminished as the Lower House of Assembly
64 Salmon, Women and the Law of Property, 14-18;
Soderlund, "Gender Relations," 384.
65 John Turner, 1684, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1, 11-12; Robert Sertain, 1696,
Kent County Register of Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1,
55-56.
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addressed the issues that had concerned testators like John
Turner and Robert Sertain in the seventeenth century:
remarriage, the loss of the widow's feme sole status, and
I
the wasting of estates by step-fathers. One provision of the
law stated:
Whereas many Orphans have greatly suffered by the second
Marriages of such Widows, who having Estates in Possession by
will or Right of Administration, either by such Widows, while
sale, or their Husband, during their Coverture, the same have
been Wasted and Embezeled; and if the Woman die, the said
husband refuses to render an Account of such Estate, alledging,
that he is neither Executor nor Administrator to his Wife, nor
of her former Husband, whereas at Common Law a Woman Covert
Executrix, can do no act to prejudice her Husband, all such
acts, during the same, being void, without his Consent, he not
preventing such Waste. [sic] when in his Power, ought to answer
for the same. 66
This law did not stimulate testators to nominate their
widows as sole executor with added frequency, but it did
protect a testator who chose his widow as sole executor
against waste or neglect by the widow's new husband. This
law held these men accountable for their actions. The change
in the legal environment thus allowed testators to remove
overseers and trustees from their inheritance strategy, as
"An Act for Testamentary Affairs" afforded their estates
this protection without the cost of paying commissions to
66 "An Act for Testamentary Affairs," 1715, Bacon's
Laws, Chapter XXXIX.
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additional executors. 67
During the first and second quarters of the eighteenth
century, with the easing of the disastrous mortality rates
of the seventeenth century and the passage of the 1715 law,
testators more frequently nominated other family members,
especially sons, as joint executors with their widows. This
resulted from the changing demographic environment as Kent's
seventeenth-century immigrant population with its high
mortality gave way to more stable, eighteenth-century creole
families. 68 Before 1700, it was the exceptional family that
had children of age and both parents alive when a testator
wrote his will. In contrast, many of the county's
eighteenth-century wills indicated that the father had lived
long enough to see his children become adults. In 1712,
Benj amin Bond wrote, II I make and Ordain my dear + ever
loving wife [Elizabeth] and my son Benjamin to be my only
67 As mentioned in the introduction, executors could
receive up to 15 percent of the estate as a commission for
executing the will.
68 Menard, "Immigrants and Their Increase," 88-110;
McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British North America,
133-136; Walsh and Menard, "Death in the Chesapeake," 211-
227; Carr and Walsh, "The Planter's Wife," 542-571; Earle,
11 Environment , Disease, and Mortality, 11 96-125; Walsh, '''Till
Death Us Do Part, '" 126-152; Rutman and Rutman, "'Now-Wives
and Sons-in-Laws, '" 153-182.
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executors. "69 Several decades later, John Walls charged
both his wife Elizabeth and son William to "manage the
estate" together, and in 1758 Benjamin Blackiston appointed
his wife Sarah and son William joint executors of his
will. 70 As Table 1 shows, sons and, less frequently, other
family members served as joint executors for 13.5 percent of
the cases during the period 1701-1725 and for nearly one-
fourth of Kent estates from 1726 to 1775.
The data explored in Table 1 and the decisions of the
families it documents clearly demonstrate, from the
perspective of Kent's own testators, the importance of
widows and the substantial economic authority they held from
the seventeenth to the eighteenth century. Even as family
inheritance strategies changed in conjunction with the
demographic, economic, and legal environment, testators
remained remarkably consistent from one generation to
another. The percentage of widows who held economic
authority as either a sole or joint executor persisted at
about 83 percent from the seventeenth century to the
69 Benjamin Bond, 1712, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-2, 155-156.
70 John Walls, 1730, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-2, 343-344; Benjamin Blackiston,
1758, Kent County Register of Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR
49046-3, 111-113.
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Revolution.
Executorship studies from other localities that have
used personal wealth as a measurement for economic authority
have argued that dying husbands trusted their wives with the
responsibility for "small estates . . but not with large
business operations. "71 These findings for other localities
contrast significantly from Kent County's executorship
patterns. This study utilized 279 Kent County wills in which
a widow survived the male testator and for which an
inventory exists. Table 2 includes estates of less than 50
pounds, while Tables 3, 4, and 5 divide estates of 50 pounds
and over into three percentile groups: the bottom 60
percent, the 60th to the 90th percentile, and the top 10
percent. 72 These tables explore the relationships between
personal wealth and the decisions of testators to name their
widows executor.
Little can be said with confidence regarding Kent
County's poorest decedents, who included men with movable
estates worth less than 50 pounds. Only 33 extant wills were
available for men of very little wealth for the entire
71 Grigg, "Women and Family Property," 121.
72 Unless otherwise stated, this thesis rendered all
inventories, estates, and prices in Pounds current of
Maryland. These figures are also deflated.
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period under study, certainly a small percentage of poor
Kent County whites. Although presented in Table 2, these
data cannot be considered representative of people who died
poor in Kent.
The inheritance decisions of Kent's middling sort can
be discussed with more assurance. As Table 3 shows,
testators who had at least 50 pound estates, but whose
wealth placed them in the bottom 60 percent of the 50+ pound
category, very often appointed their wives as executor. In
fact, during the years 1726 to 1750, 95 percent of these
middling planters and craftsmen placed this trust in their
wives. Thomas Medford's will, probated by the Deputy
Commissary in 1719, was fairly typical of Kent's middling
planters. "Being very sick and weak of body, but Perfect
mind and memory," Medford divided his lands and personal
estate valued at 121 pounds among his family members. 73 He
gave his eldest son Thomas the dwelling plantation, then
divided the remainder of his estate, including an additional
50 acres, among his other three sons "Bullain Maccall and
George." Though widow Rachel Medford received none of her
husband's land and only a portion of his personal estate,
73 The average Kent estate from 1717 to 1719 was valued
at 123.2 pounds. Main, IIMaryland and the Chesapeake
Economy,1I 147.
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she obtained economic authority as her husband appointed her
his "only and Sole Executrix" rather than any of his four
sons. 74 Like Thomas Medford, a high percentage of Kent's
testators named their widows sole executor from 1660 to
1750.
It was not until the third quarter of the eighteenth
century that middling Kent testators became less likely to
name their widows sole executor. While these decisions
resulted in a lessening of the economic authority of widows,
dying husbands did not exclude their widows from the
responsibility altogether. Most added a joint executor to
serve with their widows. By the eighteenth century's third
quarter, 80.7 percent of Kent's middling widows still
possessed economic authority as either a sole or joint
executor.
Kent's lesser elite, the county residents whose
personal estates fell between the 60th and 90th percentile
of the 50+ pound category, also depended upon the
participation of their widows as executor. Over the entire
period under study, over one-half of these affluent
74 Thomas Medford, 1718, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-3, 95-96; Thomas Medford, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40710-
2a, 265.
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testators named their widows as sole executor, giving them
considerable power over their families' substantial estates.
In the second quarter of the eighteenth century, fully 64
percent of these widows were nominated as sole executor. In
the 1760s, for example, John Tilden and his brother
Marmaduke with estates valued 620 and 659 pounds
respectively, were among the significant number of testators
who named their widows as sole executor. 75 Others chose
joint executors to serve with their widows, often mature
sons. As Table 4 presents, the percentage nominating joint
executors increased over time, from 30 percent in the first
quarter of the eighteenth century to over 40 percent in the
third quarter. Thus, testators of the lesser elite
increasingly reduced their widows' economic authority by
naming them joint executors. These men were not as
comfortable as the Tildens with their widows acting as sole
executors when sons, other family members, and friends were
available to assist their widows in what could be a
75 John Tilden, 1764, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49046-3, 181; John Tilden, Kent County
Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-1, 333-
334, 417; Marmaduke Tilden, 1767, Kent County Register of
Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49046-3, 341-345; Marmaduke
Tilden, Kent County Register of Wills, Inventories,
microfilm, CR 40708-2, 208, 413. The mean personal estate
value in Kent County during the 1760s was 211 pounds.
Clemens, From Tobacco to Grain, 218.
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complicated task.
Moses Alford's will illustrated that testators who
nominated their wife as a joint executor only moderated
their economic authority. Alford asked Isaac Perkins to
serve as the joint executor to his estate with his wife
Sarah. Perkins was an important planter-merchant in Kent
involved in the county's commercial growth as the owner of
grist, sawing, and fulling mills. Alford's will is
important, not because Perkins served as an executor, but
that Alford still included Sarah as executor as well.
Perkins had all of the mercantile and county connections
necessary to administer with ease Alford's 450 pound
personal estate and real property. The fact that Sarah
Alford remained part of the inheritance strategy intimates
the respect her husband had for her ability to manage the
estate with Perkins. 76 Even these affluent testators, then,
did not strip away completely the economic authority of
their widows.
A few testators among Kent's lesser elite did exclude
their wives entirely from their families' inheritance
76 Moses Alford, 1773, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49047-1, 111-112; Moses Alford, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-
3, 211, 254, 282, 287, 419.
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strategy. This inheritance strategy lost favor among the
county's well-off testators however. Over the century, its
appeal dropped from 33 percent to 10 percent of Kent's
affluent by the eighteenth-century's third quarter. In 1767,
Henry Bodein was one of the few men who excluded his widow.
While Bodein placed his 674 pound estate in the hands of his
two brothers-in-law, John Chapple and Philip Warner, rather
than his wife Margaret, interestingly he also integrated his
two sisters Ann Elizabeth Chapple and Hannah Warner into his
inheritance plans. From the lands that he bequeathed to his
sisters, Bodein ordered that they pay his wife "an
equivalent in money in lieu of her dower." Bodein, then,
bestowed an important economic task upon his sisters that
fell under the purview of his two male executors. Even among
testators who excluded their wives, a few still relied on
capable women. 77 Among Kent's lesser elite, during the
years 1751 to 1775, 89.7 percent still constructed their
inheritance strategies with their wives as an executor.
Kent's lesser elite and middling residents acted quite
similarly in their inheritance practices. Both groups
77 Henry Bodein, 1767, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49046-3, 278-279; Henry Bodein, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-
2, 268.
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nominated a large percentage of their widows as executors
throughout this study. While these widows held considerable
economic authority, the percentage of lesser elite and
middling testators who nominated their widows as sole
executor declined in the third quarter of the eighteenth
century. While serving as sole executor less frequentiy,
these widows still participated as joint executors in their
dying husbands' inheritance strategy.
As Table 5 shows, decisions made by elite testators
were quite different from those of the lesser elite and
middling testators, as these wealthy men reduced their
widows' economic authority significantly from 1660 to 1775.
By the third quarter of the eighteenth century, one-half of
these testators followed the example set by the Ringgolds,
as discussed in Chapter 1, by excluding their widows. The
rationale for this strategy seemed clear for the Ringgolds--
the management of the estate was no easy task as they
transacted affairs in the Atlantic economy, had multiple
businesses, speculated in vast acreage, while still
cultivating their own tobacco and grain for export. With
these tasks in mind, the Ringgold men did not believe their
widows could handle the many burdens of executorship that
their estates would demand.
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In 1768, Thomas Perkins had a similar view of his widow
Hannah's abilities. Unwilling to trust her with the
responsibility of the estate, he named his friend Jonathan
Turner and brother-in-law Ebenezer Reynar as his executors.
Perkins also named Thomas and William Ringgold as trustees
for his 1,718 pound estate. Perkins expressed numerous
concerns in his will that apparently led him both to name
trustees, a fairly uncommon practice by the late 1760s, and
exclude his wife. He feared the "waste" of timber on his
lands and the decay of his houses, mills, and improvements
"for want of proper repairs." Consequently, testators like
Perkins and the Ringgolds placed economic authority over
their family with other men trained in mercantile affairs
and experienced in plantation management. 78
Among the wealthy, in contrast to patterns among the
lesser elite and middling groups, the middle ground of joint
executorship eroded over the eighteenth century. These
wealthiest of testators seemed unwilling to name their wives
as joint executor with other men--or perhaps, other men were
unwilling to share the duty with a widow. In either case, by
78 Thomas Perkins, 1768, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49046-3, 332-336; Thomas Perkins, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-
2, 167, 337, 449.
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the third quarter of the eighteenth century, only John
Graham (of the elite testators) named his "Loving Wife" and
son Andrew as the joint executors of his 876 pound
estate. 79 This decline is different from patterns
historians have found elsewhere and diverges from the
behavior of the lesser elite and middling testators of Kent;
it is also puzzling as changes in the economic, demographic,
and legal environment fail to explain this anomaly. It seems
that Kent's elite testators were disposed to either name
their widows sole executor or not at all.
Also surprising, in light of the Ringgold and Perkins
cases and the findings of Lebsock and Shammas, Salmon and
Dahlin is the significant percentage of elite testators who
nominated their widows as sole executor. As Table 5
displays, about 40 percent did so after 1725. By making this
choice, these decedents demonstrated their belief that their
widows, acting as sole executor, could handle the demands of
diverse economic ventures such as land speculation, the
Atlantic and coastwise trades, and plantation management.
Thomas Lorain, for one, showed considerable confidence
79 John Graham, 1765, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49046-3, 303-304; John Graham, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-
2, 202, 323. Graham never mentioned his wife's name in his
will.
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in his wife Mary's abilities. Lorain's formal nomination of
his wife was unspectacular, III do appoint my wife Mary
Lorain my Whole and Sole Executor. II His will suggested this
appointment would be more demanding than his terse
nomination indicated as Lorain's legacies were lito be paid
out of the cargoe of the schooner three brothers which I now
command bound to Antigua. II His wife, acting as sole
executor, would have to oversee the accounting of the
voyage, pay the creditors, collect bills of exchange from
debtors, sell the bills for current money, and finally
transmit the legacy, while always meeting the demands of the
Deputy Commissary. These were complicated tasks especially
for an estate exceeding a thousand pounds, but Lorain
trusted his "Dear and Virtuous" wife, and accorded her the
economic authority to carry out these complex mercantile
endeavors. 8o
This study of Kent County's executorship practices
agrees with Lisa Wilson's arguments for Pennsylvania that
most testators viewed their widows as "men of business."
Overwhelmingly, testators relied on their widows to execute,
80 Thomas Lorain, 1770, Kent County Register of Wills,
Wills, microfilm, CR 49047-1, 55-56; Thomas Lorain, Kent
County Register of Wills, Inventories, microfilm, CR 40708-
2, 440.
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oversee, and manage their estates and business interests
after their deaths. While agreeing that the eighteenth
century's third quarter remains a period of change, this
study has investigated once again the question of whether
women's economic authority experienced a substantial decline
with the development of a more complex economy and more
normal demographic conditions.
The testators of Kent County, Maryland, did more often
limit their widows' economic authority by the third quarter
of the eighteenth century, in response to changes in the
demographic, economic, and legal environment. While a
testator's actions was related to his wealth group with
Kent's middling and lesser elite residents diverging from
the county's most wealthy, these men did not follow one
strategy; they appointed executors based on their families'
needs. As a result, a variety of inheritance strategies
appeared for each group. At the end of Chapter One, this
study had asked whether the Ringgold inheritance strategy of
excluding their widows from executorship positions was
representative of all of the county's testators. The answer
seems clear, they used a similar inheritance strategy as
many of the elite, but the less wealthy residents of Kent
still gave their widows considerably more economic power to
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wield by nominating them as either a sole or joint executor.
Widows then still played a vital role in the family
inheritance strategies of Kent County, Maryland.
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Table 1
Nominations of Executors
by Kent County Testators, 1660-1775
Period KnownN Widow Sole Joint Joint Executors: Widow Excluded Other
Executor Executors: Widow + as Executor
Widow + Overseer/Friend
Son/Kin
1660-1700 36 58.3% ---- 22.2% 16.7% 2.8%
1701-1725 133 60.9% 13.5% 9.0% 15.8% 0.8%
1726-1750 162 59.9% 23.5% 7.4% 8.6% 0.6%
1751-1775 164 47.0% 22.6% 12.8% 17.1 % 0.5%
Source: Kent County Register of Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1,2,3, CR 49046-1,2,3, CR
49047-1,2; Administrative Bonds, Kent County, 1661-1709; Inventories and Accounts, Kent County,
1660-1697; Inventories and Accounts, Talbot County, 1667-1689; Wills, Kent County, 1661-1699;
Wills, Talbot County, 1667-1688.
Table 2
Nominations of Executors by Kent County Testators
with 0-49 Pound Estates
Period Known N Widow Sole Joint Executors: Joint Executors: Widow Excluded
Executor Widow + Son/Kin Widow + as Executor
Overseer/Friend
1660-1700 0 ---- ---- ---- ----
1701-1725 14 71.5% 7.1% 7.1% 14.3%
1726-1750 8 62.5% 12.5% 12.5% 12.5%
1751-1775 11 45.4% 18.2% 9.1 % 27.3%
Source: Kent County Register of Wills, Wills, microfilm, CR 49045-1,2,3, CR 49046-1,2,3, CR
49047-1,2; Kent County Register of Wills, Inventories, CR 40708-1,2,3, CR 4071O-2a,3a,b,2b,3b, CR
40711-1a,lb,2,3, cit 40712; Administrative Bonds, Kent County, 1661-1709; Inventories and
Accounts, Kent County, 1660-1697; Inventories and Accounts, Talbot County, 1667-1689; Wills, Kent
County, 1661-1699; Wills, Talbot County, 1667-1688.
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Table 3
Middling Executorship Patterns: the Bottom 60 Percent of
Kent's Testators with Inventories greater than 50 Pounds
Period Known N Wife Sole Wife Joint Wife Excluded as
Executor Executor Executor
1660-1700 6 66.7% 33.3% ----
1701-1725 38 60.5% 23.7% 15.8%
1726-1750 46 65.2% 30.4% 4.4%
1751-1775 57 42.1 % 38.6% 19.3%
Source: See Table 2.
Table 4
Lesser Elite Executorship Patterns: Kent's Testators among
the 60th to the 90th Percentiles with Inventories Greater
than 50 Pounds
Period Known N Wife Sole Wife Joint Wife Excluded as
Executor Executor Executor
1660-1700 3 66.7% ---- 33.3%
1701-1725 20 50.0% 30.0% 20.0%
1726-1750 22 63.6% 22.7% 13.7%
1751-1775 29 48.3% 41.4% 10.3%
Source: See Table 2.
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Table 5
Elite Executorship Patterns: Kent's Testators among the Top
Ten Percent with Inventories Greater than 50 Pounds
Period Known N Wife Sole Wife Joint Wife Excluded as
Executor Executor Executor
1660-1700 1 ---- 100% -----
1701-1725 6 16.7% 50% 33.3%
1726-1750 8 37.5% 37.5% 25.0%
1751-1775 10 40.0% 10.0% 50.0%
Source: See Table 2.
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